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Remembering Iniki 20 Years Later 

Tracking Tropical Cyclones 

 

During the week of September 10th through 14th the Central Pacific Hurricane Center in Honolulu will be 

remembering Hurricane Iniki and discussing the present and future of hurricane information and safety.  

Today’s topic is Tracking Tropical Cyclones. 

 

As Hurricane Iniki approached Hawaii during September of 1992, forecasters at the Central Pacific 

Hurricane Center were using a series of sophisticated data sets to best chart the expected course of the 

storm.  Over the past 20 years these data sets have expanded and improved.  In this document we’ll 

take a look at satellite, forecast model, and aircraft data. 

 

The Central Pacific Basin is not a data rich region.  There are vast expanses of ocean without consistent 

data sources, especially surface information.  With such a lack of surface data, satellites play a vital role 

in tracking tropical cyclones.  Since 1992 the amount of satellites gathering information over the Pacific 

has grown, and the quality of data has improved.  In addition to being able to “see” tropical cyclones, 

satellite imagery can now look into the storm to identify specific storm structure, precipitation patterns, 

near storm environment, and even wind speeds. 
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Many sources of weather information including satellite-based, aircraft, and surface-based, are routinely 

integrated into sophisticated weather computer models.  Over the past 20 years the amount and quality 

of these computer models has improved dramatically.  This has led to significant improvements in 

tropical cyclone track forecasts.  In the Central Pacific specifically, forecast accuracy has improved by 25 

to 50 percent since 1992. 
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Currently there are dozens of computer models utilized in the forecast process.  Many of which did not 

exist when Iniki impacted the state 20 years ago.  These models attempt to forecast the track and 

intensity of tropical cyclones.  The models are accurate enough to also help in forecasting the initial 

generation of a cyclone. 
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When a tropical cyclone appears as a direct threat to the state of Hawaii, forecasters at the Central 

Pacific Hurricane Center can request that a hurricane hunter aircraft be dispatched to the storm.  The 

hurricane hunter aircraft can either fly around the periphery of the storm or actually pass directly 

through its core.  Instruments called dropsondes are released in the storm gathering weather 

information as they fall to the surface, while onboard radar technology gathers data in and around the 

flight level. 
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Forecasters at the Central Pacific Hurricane Center rely on satellite, model, aircraft, and many other 

important sources of information while tracking tropical cyclones across the Central Pacific.  It is this 

important information that helps us do our best to keep the great people of Hawaii safe when storms 

threaten. 

 

 

 

 


